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But all good things come to an end and not even one of England's most popular saints could withstand the Henrician reformation. In 1537 Cuthbert's shrine was smashed open by the king's commissioners, and for the next five years the body lay, disentombed, in the cathedral vestry before a royal order was made to rebury Cuthbert under the site of his now demolished shrine. The story arose that the commissioners, expecting only to find a heap of bones, had been shocked to discover the saint's body still incorrupt -the only imperfection being on the left leg, broken by one of their workmen's hammerblows. 6 But from 1542 Cuthbert lay, apparently peacefully, in the cathedral, undisturbed as the world changed all about him.
That is until the nineteenth century, when the saint was to be dug up again -not just once, but twice. Antiquarian and scholarly interests played a part in the excavations at Cuthbert's tomb, but they were overlaid with important confessional interests. This surprising flurry of activity around the tomb of Cuthbert and the resultant writings discussing his relics reveal the extent to which long after the Middle Ages and the Reformation, Cuthbert's relics remained a focus for religious devotion, and thus a cause for religious strife. The cult of the saints may seem far removed from Victorian Durham, and some certainly felt it ought to be, but Cuthbert's body retained a power over men, even over those who went out of their way to belittle it. The excavations of Cuthbert's tomb and the writings they inspired during the nineteenth century were driven as much by the search for religious, as for academic, truth. Much of the interest in Cuthbert arose from the particular circumstances of Victorian Durham and the North-East of England, reflecting the saint's ongoing importance for local identities, but the issues revealed by this local debate shed light on the wider English context.
4
The initial event which led to much of the heated debate surrounding Cuthbert's body took place on 17 May 1827. On that day the tomb of Cuthbert was opened in the presence of three canons of the cathedral, the Reverends William Nicholas Darnell,
William Stephen Gilly and James Raine, the Librarian of Durham Cathedral and apparent leader of the enterprise. Raine, already making a name for himself in scholarly circles, had apparently been working on a book on St Cuthbert for two years already. 7 He published his magnificently illustrated and impressively erudite volume the following year, giving a detailed description of the items he had found in Cuthbert's tomb. 8 These included a host of objects of great archaeological interest: fragments of the Anglo-Saxon carved coffin in which Cuthbert had been placed in 698; a gold pectoral cross; a portable altar of oak and silver; scraps of elaborately decorated silk; and a skeleton which Raine declared to be that of Cuthbert.
The excavation of the grave was an act of great scholarly importance and the materials Raine and his colleagues discovered remain of significance today. 9 But Raine's book was not a dry and academic tome; rather it was a vigorous polemic, claiming (in the very last words of the text) that the investigation of 1827 'completely disproves that tale of centuries, invented for interested purposes in a superstitious age -the incorruptibility of St.
[sic] Cuthbert.' 10 Raine wanted to lay bare a tale of monkish imposture: of how the possessors of Cuthbert's relics had consistently and deliberately from 698 onwards concealed the fact of the saint's decomposition in order to promote the material interests of their own church. Driven by greed, they had promoted the gross impiety and blasphemy of the cult of the saints during that period when England had lain under the superstitious pall cast upon it by the authority of Rome. The ferocious and sometimes wild polemic of Raine's text seems to reflect something of the fevered haste in which the actual investigation of the tomb had taken place. While Raine's account gives the impression of an officially-authorised archaeological investigation by members of the Cathedral Chapter, Gilly was later to give a very different account. Gilly claimed to have arrived on the scene after the tomb had been opened, having been alerted by the noise, to discover Raine actually standing in the tomb treading upon the bones beneath his feet. 13 Even the official account acknowledges that the entire investigation took place in a great rush; the tomb was opened and the body re-interred in a new coffin in a single evening. 14 The overall impression is not of a triumph of cautious and disinterested scholarship, but of a much more ad hoc and disorganised investigation. Indeed there is good reason to suppose that the excavation was not in the slightest disinterested. Benedictines kept the secret according to one version of the story, passing it down from generation to generation. Different variants of the legend circulated: some said that the Catholics had dug up Cuthbert during the reign of Mary to protect him from future degradations; others that Cuthbert had never been placed in the tomb at all in 1542. In the first decades of the nineteenth century this tradition came to the attention of the British reading public more than once. Scott mentioned it in Marmion in 1808. 23 In 1812 Bishop
Milner (the Roman Catholic Vicar Apostolic of the Midland District) discussed it briefly in a scholarly paper on St Cuthbert's gospel-book. 24 Raine had given the legend short shrift, ascribing it to a mistake of the late seventeenth-century hagiographer Alban Butler. 25 Raine did not have access to Roman Catholic, and especially Benedictine, records which clearly showed that the secret had 8 been circulating in the early seventeenth century before Butler. 26 Lingard was doubtful of Raine's attempt to blame Butler for the legend, but in the body of his text he followed a cautious route, neither acknowledging nor denying that the skeleton found in 1827 had been that of Cuthbert. 27 Only in a note on the final page of errata published with Some other Catholic writers shared Lingard's scholarly ideals and were willing to accept that the tale of Cuthbert's secret burial was probably no more than a myth. Dom Athanasius Allanson, the historian of the English Benedictines, speculated that the 9 discovery of a body proved the legend to be untrue. Since there was no talk of any substitution of a fake Cuthbert in the story as Allanson had heard it, by rights there should have been no body in the tomb at all. The fact that a skeleton had been found under Cuthbert's gravestone would suggest, therefore, that the saint's relics had never been moved. 31 Allanson was a scholar writing within the confines of the English Cuthbert declared that it would allow the reader to decide the truth of the matter and then set about carefully directing what that decision ought to be: 'The reader … from the careful exclusion of Catholics in 1827, will know what value to attach to evidence collected during a search made in any spirit rather than that of a candid and honest examination.' 33 The very fact that Raine had not discovered an incorrupt body was deemed to prove that he could not have discovered Cuthbert's body, which necessarily had to be incorrupt. 34 Eyre, sublimely resistant to alternatives, took the saint's traditional incorruptibility as a matter of faith. He accepted that Dr Lingard felt differently, but Eyre declared himself convinced that the real body was carefully hidden elsewhere in the cathedral, a decoy having been substituted sometime during Mary's reign. The great English saint was hidden from view while his nation was in schism; Eyre hoped that the return of England to the Roman fold would herald the return of Cuthbert's relics. 35 Raine's Saint Cuthbert had been more than just a blast in a local sectarian squabble; while intended for conflict with the absurdities of medieval Catholicism, it also by its very grandeur and erudition was meant to be a monument to the learning to which an Anglican cathedral could be home. Lingard's Remarks belonged to the established tradition of pamphleteering, where publically trashing one's opponent's arguments was key; Eyre's book, however, had a more constructive purpose -it was an attempt to produce as magisterial a volume as the original Saint Cuthbert. Lingard seemed to write for a scholarly audience who existed beyond confessional differences; Eyre's volume was based on a very clear sense of group identity, unlikely to convince anyone not already devout but sure to inspire a sense of pride in its readers at Ushaw and similar communities: 36 which is not to say that the Dean and Chapter of Durham were unaware that their Librarian's efforts had not put paid to the old Roman Catholic legends, but in fact given them a new lease of life.
Consequently when in September 1867 a Mr Swinburne, the Anglican son of a Roman Catholic family, brought forward a document recording the directions to the true location of Cuthbert's body (at least according to one version of the hydra-like legend), the Cathedral authorities treated it with the utmost seriousness. The slipshod affair forty years previously was to be put behind them: the chapter took a formal decision to investigate and Dean Waddington invited local Roman Catholic clergy to watch the proceedings. The text which had come into the Chapter's possession seemed to indicate the staircase to the clock tower as the spot to look. 37 The excavations proved negative despite two days of digging at two different staircases to see if anything could be found. nor priest, nor sacrifice'), the beauty of the cathedral had been rendered meaningless. 45 Raine had condemned the cult of the saints as being in essence impious, contrary to true Christian religion. Consequently, almost no evil was beyond belief where the supporters of so blasphemous a practice were concerned. He started from the same assumption as Eyre: Cuthbert's body was incorrupt, hence Cuthbert's body had not been found until an incorrupt body had been found. 51 Brown was schizophrenic in his attitude to Raine's theories. On the one hand he followed the path established long before by Lingard: the 1827 investigation had arisen from bigoted impulses, which rendered it untrustworthy from start to finish, and anyway had been hastily and shoddily undertaken. 52 On the other hand, Brown was perfectly willing to believe Raine's description of a skeleton cunningly dressed up to give the impression of an undecayed body. This, Brown agreed, was certainly a Catholic ploy: not one to fool the medieval masses however, but rather to dupe the Protestant iconoclasts when the real St Cuthbert was spirited out of the vestry sometime between 1537 and 1542. decided not to touch the body. 55 Providence, however, had decided otherwise. As the hastily-made coffin of 1827 was gingerly lifted from the tomb it collapsed, spilling out bones in a heap. 56 It was a rather unfortunate start to an enterprise which the cathedral chapter had carefully planned in order to avoid all the mistakes of the past. Representatives from clad in surplice, performed a short service. 57 It is clear that active steps had been taken to avoid giving offence or cause for trouble of the type Raine's investigation had led to 15 earlier in the century; indeed the 1827 opening of the tomb received frequent negative comment throughout the reports of the Anglican investigators from 1899. 58 Nonetheless the canons for the most part seem to have been satisfied that the result of the investigations strengthened their claims to possess Cuthbert's body, though they never asserted this dogmatically. The Revd Mr Taylor's paper to the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle-upon-Tyne on the excavation seems to have assumed that the skeleton was that of Cuthbert, but Greenwell (chairing the meeting) was almost suspiciously unwilling to commit himself either way. 59 Fowler believed that the evidence was now clearly on the side of the relics being genuine but does not appear to have been overly concerned to convince the sceptical William Brown of this. 60 Dr Selby Plummer declared that his medical investigation made no attempt 'to settle any question of identity', before going on to conclude that the medical evidence 'is corroborative of the genuineness of the relics and condemnatory of any substitution.' 61 The Anglican community's increasing unwillingness to push their claims to the point of outright disagreement seems clear in Dr Kitchin's words seeking to sum up the debate over Cuthbert's body when, in the Victoria County History published at the dawn of the twentieth century, he declared: 'Whether or no Durham Cathedral is still in charge of the genuine remains of St. Cuthbert is a question that has often been discussed with some unnecessary warmth.' 62 James Raine was chided for infusing 'far too much local feeling and prejudice' into his writings on the subject. 63 It was acknowledged that the 1899 investigation had not provided unimpeachable proof on the matter. Nonetheless the remains in the tomb were likely to be genuine. 64 An irenic, imperturbable quiet had settled on Durham Cathedral's attitudes to Cuthbert. The chapter could rest content knowing that they probably had Cuthbert's relics, and that they were treating them with 65 In that exchange Brown, for all that he presented sensible objections to the results of the 1899 investigation, comes across as something of a crank, who continues to write letters long after anyone the replies have ceased. But perhaps it was the drive of the underdog, the nagging feeling that one has been hard done by and that possession of a treasure has been too long denied. 66 For some commentators at least, Cuthbert's rest seems to have been as uneasy at the end of the Victorian era as it had been throughout the previous century.
Attitudes and responses to the issue of Cuthbert's body clearly changed a lot on both sides of the religious divide during the century. Raine had been convinced that the medieval cult of the saints was blasphemous and idolatrous since it undermined the uniqueness of the true mediator between God and men (I Timothy 2. 5). 67 It is perhaps dangerous to read too much into actions so ambiguous and ill-recorded, but leaping into the tomb savours as much of wishing to grind the once-revered bones under foot, as it does of antiquarian zeal. Whether the slap-dash nature of the coffin built in 1827 was by accident or design, the investigators of 1899 were all shocked at the apparent irreverent shoddiness of it. '[T]his frail and shabby packing-case', 'made of such rubbishly [sic] deals', suggests a studied, and theologically-driven, insult to its contents. 68 Undoubtedly the chapter of 1899 decided to make Raine out to be a villain in order to defuse any potential offence their own dealings with the saint's body might have occasioned. Plummer was willing to believe that some natural process of mummification may have been at work on Cuthbert, Brown refused to consider that the body might have been mummified, rather than incorrupt through divine intervention. 72 Brown returned to the issue again and again during the 1890s and 1900s, displaying great zeal for his patron saint. Ushaw College was clearly dead-set against accepting that Cuthbert's body might be the skeleton which the Anglicans said it was.
Cuthbert's body was not, of course, an issue to incite burning religious hatred. It is striking that so many of the individuals who argued about the state of these relics were on friendly terms in their personal lives. Lingard and Raine met in 1829, shortly after the That century saw many changes, not least, of course, the increasing secularisation and professionalization of scholarship, the importance of which has frequently been exaggerated in the past. Religion remained a real and influential concern underlying the radically different attitudes to Cuthbert's body. Raine's archaeological investigation was aimed at overthrowing the superstitious myths of another age and therefore could be framed as an application of 'the new scholarship' to problems in ecclesiastical history. 75 But to represent the issue in this way would grossly distort Raine and his contemporaries' understanding of his scholarship, which had as much in common with the confessional polemic of the past as the neutral historiography of the future. Lingard could wield the language of academic integrity against Raine, proving that the dispassionate historian was an influential ideal; nonetheless, his own celebration of good, dispassionate historical work was thoroughly instrumental. Lingard believed that the truth would expose as false those Protestant myths which had become central to English nationalism; 19 high-standards in scholarship thus provided a tool which Lingard used to further his confessional ends of justifying the place of Roman Catholics in English life. 76 The sources do imply that the growing secular ideals of scholarship were having an effect. The mocking 'Monander' in Andrews Penny Orthodox Journal declared Raine & co. to be no more than a pack of self-confessed grave robbers -the idea that the expansion of knowledge may have justified their actions never even occurred to the writer. 77 Even Darnell appears to have been uneasy about the impiety of opening Cuthbert's tomb and interfering with the dead. 78 But at the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle in 1899, the experienced archaeologist, Dr Greenwell, laughingly dismissed any moral qualms about opening up graves -faced with the imperatives of scholarship such concerns seemed plain silly. 79 Nonetheless, almost all the texts examined in this paper, those from the end of the nineteenth century as much as those from the beginning, arise from that body of men who inhabited the grey area between the clerical and the academic and who contributed so much to Victorian learning, especially through regional studies. 80 It is only really at the very end of our period, in the clash between Selby
Plummer and William Brown, that we genuinely see the gap between the 'scientific' and the 'superstitious' which features so prominently in traditional interpretations of the nineteenth century. 81 Acknowledging change does not require us to ignore continuity. The medieval cult of the saints was dead in Victorian Durham, and yet a ghost of it still remained in the passions which some bones could inspire in both devotees and sceptics. For some at least Cuthbert, and his miraculous incorruption, continued to play a key role in local identity and pride. In the nineteenth century, English Catholics continued to put a great deal of faith and fervour into belief in the intercession of the saints and in the continuing 20 possibility of miracles. 82 And when non-Catholics went out of their way to rubbish such beliefs, as Raine did, they were in fact continuing to recognise the power in ideas such as sanctity and relics. Idols have to be smashed only while they still have influence over men. Thus, the excavations and writings which focused on Cuthbert's body throughout the nineteenth century were not signs of a growing scholarly quest for the objective truth.
They were not even the battleground between a dawning rationalism and an archaic religiosity. They formed part of a continued engagement by Christians with a concept which, for good or ill, had been part of their religion for centuries. 
